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MASTER TEACHER INTERVIEW
DR. DAVID J. TARVER

LORI D. CROWTHER
TERESA J. JOHNSON

ACES 803 QUALITATIVE RESEARCH
SPRING 1998

CHAPTER II: INTERVIEW WITH DR. DAVID J. TARVER
Dr. David Tarver grew up in a blue-collar, working class family.
Seeing the struggles of this lifestyle he decided that he did not want to be
a manual laborer. Instead he entered the field of education which
"allowed him to work hard mentally instead of physically." His mental
hard work allowed him to develop a career as a Master Teacher and as
an educational leader that spanned 25 years.
Dr. Tarver was born in Stephenville, Texas in 1951 and lived the
first five years of his life there on a farm. He then moved to Odessa,
Texas where he spent the rest of his childhood. He reflected that "he
lived in a poor, farmer's version of the Ozzie and Harriet, Leave It To
Beaver, Father Knows Best world; two kids, father at work, mother at
home, fried chicken and mashed potatoes on Sunday, marbles, jump
rope, skinned knees, chicken pox, measles, buzzed haircut, apple pie,
whole milk and real butter (home churned) kind of world." He believed
that his childhood was perfect. So much so he didn't know they were
poor. Indeed, they a lways had a lot of homegrown food and a lot to keep
them busy as children.
Even though at the age of five, he and his family moved away from
the farm to the city of Odessa, Texas, Dr. Tarver still felt his childhood
was wonderful. The family now lived in the city and Dr. Tarver
reminisced that he and his sister could go pick up pop bottles on the
side of the road, cash them in, and use the money to go to the movie.
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Furthermore, he remembered going to Wilbur's Discount Furniture Store
on summer Saturday nights as a child to sit in lawn chairs and listen to
Roy Orbison and his band play and sing at one of their free concerts. He
admitted, "Pretty Woman is still my a ll time favorite song."
Unfortunately, he also vividly recalled hitting a car head on while riding a
bicycle at the age of five and breaking both his nose and cheek.
Dr. Tarver was very active in athletics during his high school years
at Odessa. He excelled in sports, and was fortunate to play on a state
championship football team, an event that he feels had a great impact on
his life. Fortunately, his success in athletics allowed him to receive an
athletic scholarship to Tarleton State University, a small branch of Texas
A&M University, where he was a member of the powerlifting team. In a

way, athletics also prompted his motivation to succeed as a college
student. After suffering a career-ending injury, he decided he could still
develop his mind and worked hard to do so. As Dr. Tarver often stated,
"you can empty my pockets, but not my mind."
Dr. Tarver attended college during the late 1960s and early 1970s,
a very turbulent time.

He had hoped that by going to college for four

years he could keep his student deferment.

He initially had plans to

study medicine as an undergraduate student and then join the Air Force.
His hope was that the Air Force would then pay his way through medical
school. He believed that if the war had not ended by the time he finished
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medical school, he would be stationed behind the front lines at a M.A.S.H
unit.
As he proceeded through college the war in Vietnam came to a
close. During this time he realized that he had completed enough
communications credits that a double major in English and biology was
within his reach. This double major would allow him to become a
teacher, a prospect that appealed to him. He chose this career path and
graduated from Tarleton State in 1973.
After graduation, Dr. Tarver accepted a position teaching high
school biology in the Commanche, Texas school system. In addition to
teaching full-time at the high school, he was a first-time adjunct faculty
member at Ranger Junior College. He recalled learning a lesson about
the importance of careful, effective communication during his first night
of class. He began the class with a three-hour lecture with no breaks. At
the end of the class, a woman raised her hand and with a puzzled look,
asked what the word "wody" meant. Dr. Tarver realized that during his
lecture, he had thought about both the words woman and lady and the
combined result came out "wody"I From that time forward, he gained a
valuable lesson on effective communication and from then on chose his
words carefully. Furthermore, this experience taught Dr. Tarver that an
effective teacher is a great communicator.
He recollected that during his first year of teaching, he was
approached by one of his undergraduate professors who was starting a
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new Masters in Counseling program at Tarleton State.

Dr. Tarver chose

to accept this new challenge, but later transferred to the University of
Texas of the Permian Basin where he completed his Masters in
Counseling Education degree in 1977. In 1991, Dr. Tarver reached
another milestone, completing his Doctorate in Counseling degree from
East Texas State University.
Dr. Tarver relates that since the day he chose to pursue an
educational career, "education has been my life." He chose to spend his
career working in public institutions, both at the secondary and postsecondary level. He believed that his career in education had been a
step-by-step process; he started on the bottom rung and worked his way
up the ladder. He remembered that in his first post-secondary position
as Dormitory Director at Odessa College, he was required to live in the
dorms. Later, as Dean of Student Development at Barton County
Community College, he was responsible for most areas of student life,
including admissions, registration, student support services, financial
aid, student activities, security, and housing, certainly a much higher
rung on the educational career ladder.

He related that each time he

wanted to climb a rung, he returned to college to earn a higher degree.
Dr. Tarver's drive to climb this career ladder stemmed from his belief that
"educational work is a wonderful way to give back to a society that has
given me much."
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As Dr. Tarver moved further up his career ladder, it was necessary
for him to develop his own management style. He assessed what he did
managerially and created his own "ODE" management technique. The
''O" stood for objectives. Objectives and goals are set by the supervisor to
further the mission and vision of the college. The "D" stood for delegate.
A supervisor must delegate tasks and directives to staff members in a
way that empowers them, all within the mission and vision of the college.
The "E" stood for example. A supervisor must act in a way that
exemplifies what is expected of others.
Dr. Tarver believed that the most important thing he could give
back to society was the empowerment of others. He used this philosophy
daily in working with his staff, stating that "the more that I can empower
you as opposed to overpower you, the better you are going to be and the
better my job is going to be and the better off it will be for students." Dr.
Tarver was extremely successful in incorporating this philosophy during
his tenure at Barton County Community College.
An outsider visiting the Student Development offices at Barton

County Community College might see a playful side to Dr. Tarver. They
would learn, however, that he had a very task-oriented, driven side to his
work ethic. His expectations of his staff were similar; he allowed them to
have fun in their work, but also was quick to provide tools for them to
complete tasks successfully. Dr. Tarver stated that when assigning tasks
to his staff, "he doesn't tell them what the outcome should be, but gives
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them the tools to discover the outcome themselves." Most of all, Dr.
Tarver believed that to be a successful administrator one must "have the
best interest of your employees in mind ... and be a positive role model."
Dr. David Tarver recalled that he also had many role models that
helped him throughout his life and his career.

His role models helped

guide and provide encouragement to him in climbing the various rungs of
his career ladder and served as mentors in the educational field. His
first role model was Jesus Christ, who he turned to for guidance. Each
morning, in fact, Dr. Tarver turned to the bookmark in his Bible and
recited Psalm 118:24, "This is the day that the Lord has made; let us
rejoice and be glad in it." His philosophy of living each day to the fullest
stemmed from his strong faith in a higher power.
Dr. Tarver felt fortunate that he did have a strong faith. He had
undergone many life-changing and even life-threatening experiences. Dr.
Tarver related that he was a survivor of Lyme disease, a copperhead
snake bite, stroke level blood pressure, divorce, major auto, motorcycle,
and bicycle accidents, his father's death from cancer, and being bitten
and kicked by a horse. Dr. Tarver often said "I am glad to be able to get
up each day and take nourishment." Indeed, in these and in other
instances, Dr. Tarver's strong faith was a sustaining influence and
allowed him to push through these hard times.
His father, Charles, who passed away in March of 1996, was
another one of his role models. Dr. Tarver's father was a b lue-collar
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worker and at times, worked two or three jobs to provide for his family.
Dr. Tarver remembered that his father "allowed him to be himself' and
taught him the value of hard work.
He introduced us to his third role model, Dr. Richard E. Canada,
Ed.D., a Professor of Counseling and Guidance at Texas A & M
University in Commerce, Texas.

Dr. Canada was Dr. Tarver's major

professor during his doctoral project. He indicated that Canada "helped
him take each new step through his doctorate." Dr. Tarver felt it a
privilege to publish a journal article with Dr. Canada in the NASPA
Journal: The Journal of Student Affairs, Administration, Research, and
Practice in 1998.
Another of Dr. Tarver's role models was Dr. Miles A. Eckert,
Executive Vice President for Instruction at Odessa College. Dr. Eckert
hired Dr. Tarver twice for positions at Odessa, first in 1977 as Dormitory
Director/Student Activities Assistant and then in 1993 as Director of
Counseling and Career Development. Dr. Eckert was instrumental in Dr.
Tarver earning his first position as a dean. The two men grew very close
over the years and Dr. Tarver considered Eckert to be like an older
brother.
Another individual who made a great impact on Dr. Tarver's life
was his Uncle William. William was only three years older than Dr.
Tarver and the two were more like brothers than like uncle and nephew.
According to Dr. Tarver, William "helped me understand order and
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significance in our world ." He considered William's death from cancer at
age thirty-six one of the most significant events in his life.
In climbing his career ladder, Dr. Tarver learned the importance of
helping others in their journey up their own ladder. The concept of
Student Development, therefore, made great sense to him. When Dr.
Tarver arrived at Barton County Community College, the first change he
made was the reorganization of the Student Affairs department into
Student Development. Dr. Tarver's concept of Student Development was
based on Chickering's proactive theory. Student Development to Dr.
Tarver, therefore, was a process based on a student's progression
through seven "vectors of development that contribute to the formation of
identity" (as cited in Komives, Woodard & Associates, 1996). The vectors
of development included: developing competence, managing emotions,
moving through autonomy toward independence, developing mature
interpersonal relationships, establishing identity, developing purpose,
and developing integrity.

Dr. Tarver indicated that "students must work

through all vectors to become fully functional students." He further
believed that an understanding of these developmental milestones helped
Student Development staff to be more tolerant of those students who are
not fully developed.
Along with his understanding of the Student Development vectors,
Dr. Tarver possessed many different qualities that made him successful
in working with students. His experiences as a first-generation college
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student helped him to relate to students in a similar position. Due to his
counseling background, he realized the importance of listening skills
when relating to students. He always tried to keep in mind that "they are
the reason we are here, not the other way around."
During his first year, Dr. Tarver not only implemented the Student
Development concept at Barton County Community College, he was also
instrumental in improving services to BCCC students. He facilitated the
expansion of the Student Development department to include housing
and financial aid to the existing student services structure. He made
positive changes in on-campus housing to make the dormitories more
marketable to prospective students. He also sparked new campus-wide
interest and involvement in the marketing, recruitment, and retention
efforts at Barton County Community College. This increased interest led
to the organization of a new Enrollment Management Team, to which he
was appointed coordinator by the president.
Although Dr. Tarver implemented many positive changes during
his first year at Barton County Community College, he established many
goals for the future. First, he hoped that he could be instrumental in the
recruitment and retention of a record number of students at BCCC. He
also wanted to witness "Student Development and faculty beginning to
work seamlessly together for the betterment of students." He wished to
see a more positive attitude permeating the staff and faculty at Barton
County Community College. He also hoped to see a positive change in

12

'

both the college's financial situation and its reputation in the service
area and in the state of Kansas.
Dr. Tarver was always recognized as a leader, both as a student
and as an educator. He was very proud of the honors and awards that
he had received over the years. First, as a college student he was
presented with the Tarleton State University Distinguished Student
award and also was selected as an Outstanding Student in Secondary
Education. In 1974, after beginning his professional career, he was
awarded the Outstanding Young Men of America award for his work in
secondary education. Other accolades bestowed on Dr. Tarver include:
Who's Who in the South and Southwest, Who's Who in Education, and
Who's Who International. One of Dr. Tarver's proudest moments came
when he was awarded an honorary membership in Psi Beta, the national
psychology honorary society, by students in his psychology courses at
Navarro College.
In addition to these honors and awards, Dr. Tarver felt privileged to
hold memberships or offices in many professional organizations.
Throughout his professional career, Dr. Tarver was a member of the
American College Personnel Association, American Counseling
Association, Chi Sigma Iota, Junior College Student Personnel
Association of Texas, National Association of Student Personnel
Administrators, Phi Delta Kappa, Texas Association of College Technical
Educators, Texas Community College Teachers Association, and Texas
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Counseling Association. In 1978, while at Odessa College, Dr. Tarver
was selected as National Entertainment and Campus Activities Regional
Coordinator. While at Navarro College, he was elected as an executive
board member of the Texas Association of College and University Student
Personnel Administrators and served in this capacity from 1991 to 1993.
In 1998, Dr. David Tarver was elected by his Kansas peers as PresidentElect of the Kansas Community College Deans of Students organization.
Dr. Tarver had been involved in grant writing and grant
supervision throughout his career and considered this rung to be one of
his most important career experiences. His first experience with grants
occurred while he was teaching in the Commanche school district. He
was involved in the Upward Bound program as a counselor. In this
counseling position, Dr. Tarver worked with economically disadvantaged,
first generation potential college students. At Weatherford High School,
Dr. Tarver wrote both a drug intervention grant and a student mentoring
grant and supervised both programs. While at Odessa College, he was
heavily involved in both the writing of the Carl Perkins grant and the
supervision of its related programs.
Indeed, Dr. David Tarver had absorbed much knowledge and
gained an abundance of experience during his career. According to Dr.
Tarver, only one rung still awaited him, a community college presidency.
He felt that a presidency "is the apex of achievement in a career like
mine." He believed that becoming a community college president would
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give him some semblance of permanence in addition to an increased
salary and a comfortable retirement. He appreciated the opportunity to
work with and learn from Barton County Community College President
Dr. Veldon Law and he acknowledged that his position as Dean of
Student Development at BCCC was the "final rung" in attaining a
presidency.

Dr. Tarver hoped that he could reach this goal in the next

ten years.
Dr. Tarver also acknowledged that he had some concerns with
obtaining this last rung of his career ladder. First, he sensed that being
single could be a detriment to his candidacy for a community college
presidency. Second, he wondered how others would perceive his
uninhibited joy of living, which often included long motorcycle trips and
an ability to stop along the way to "smell the flowers." Third, Dr. Tarver
recognized that the trend toward hiring fewer white, male presidents
would continue and could impact his chances for attaining a presidency.
From beginning his career as a high school teacher and dormitory
director, to achieving a position of the chief student personnel officer, Dr.
Tarver's career has spanned 25 years. To Dr. Tarver, the achievement of
a community college presidency would be the culmination of a lifetime
commitment to education. In many ways, it would be a graduation to
the top of the career ladder. Like past graduation ceremonies he
participated in, the graduation to a community college presidency would
be a time of reflection. At graduations he always reflected on the
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successes of the students as well as his own. As Dr. Tarver looked back
on his career as a Master Teacher and an educational leader, he stated "I
have it all, a job that I love and I'm getting paid to do it."
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